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Verses 97—106 


This section of verses continues in the same vein as the previous one, now 
turning to address the state of the Bedouins, speaking about their disbelief 
and hypocrisy, but also their faith. This section also contains the Verse of 
Charity (Ayat al-Sadaqa). 
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(9:97) The Bedouins (A‘rab) are more obdurate in unfaith and 
hypocrisy, and more apt to be ignorant of the precepts that God 
has sent down to His Messenger, and God is all-knowing, all-wise. 


In his Mufradat, al-Raghib al-Isfahani writes: “The Arabs are the descen- 
dants of Ishmael, and the term 4 74b (“Bedouins”) is the plural form of Arab. 
Over time, however, this plural came to denote the desert-dwellers. See the 
verses: The Bedouins say, “We have faith” (49:14); The Bedouins are more 
obdurate in unfaith and hypocrisy (9:97); Yet among the Bedouins are those 
who believe in God and the Last Day (9:99). 

Some have said that the plural of A vab is A rib. See, for example, the 
verses of poetry: 

Bedouins (4 @rib) proud of falsehood / and eloquent in speech 

In everyday parlance, the term 4 abr (sing. “Bedouin’) denotes a desert- 
dweller, while ‘47a0i signifies proper speech, while ¿vab means explanation.’ 

In this verse, God addresses the condition of the desert-dwellers, saying 
that they are worse in disbelief and hypocrisy because they live far from Medina 
and from urban society. This isolation also means that they are also more 
deprived of humanistic blessings such as knowledge and morals. Therefore, 
it is only to be expected that they are ignorant of the bounds of what God has 
sent down in the form of divine teachings and religious ordinances concerning 
a practices, and permitted and prohibited things. 
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(9:98) Among the Bedouins are those who regard what they spend 
as a loss (maghram), and they watch for a reversal of your fortunes 
(dawir). Theirs shall be an adverse turn of fortune, and God is 


all-hearing, all-knowing. 


In Majma ‘al-bayan, we read: ‘Maghram (“loss”) refers to a misfortune 
that affects one’s wealth without there being any underhandedness involved. 
The root meaning of gharam (of which maghram is a cognate) is “something 
bound to happen.” For example, see the verse, indeed its punishment is endur- 
ing (gharaman), or the saying that love is gharam (“inescapable”). The cognate 
gharim denotes both parties in a loan agreement, because each is bound to 
the other. Therefore, the verb gharama can be used to signify the existence 
of a financial obligation between one party and another.’ 

Dawa ir is the plural of dara (‘reversal’), which can refer to any signifi- 
cant event, but is typically employed to denote misfortunes and calamities. It 
is derived from the root d-w-r, meaning ‘to circulate’, as though such misfor- 
tunes circulate amongst people and each day a different people are afflicted by 
something. Therefore, when God says that the Bedouins are watching for a 
reversal of the faithful’s fortunes, it means they are awaiting some calamity or 
misfortune to befall them so that they can free themselves from their authority 
and return to their idolatrous and erroneous customs. 

...who regard what they spend as a loss—meaning they think of spending 
in the way of God as a waste of money. According to some commentators, 
this is referring not only to money spent for jihad but on any good cause. It 
could also be referring to money spent in the form of charities, which would 
make this verse a prelude to the discussion of collecting charities from the 
Bedouin’s wealth that occurs in a few verses’ time. This reading is supported 
by the content of the following verse, and regard what they spend as nearness 
to God and the blessings of the Messenger (9:99), and it looks like a prelude to 
the part of the verse that reads, and bless them. Indeed your blessing ts a com- 
fort to them (9:103). 

Therefore, the meaning of the verse is as follows: “There are desert-dwellers 
who think that way they spend in the way of goodness—or what they give as 
charity—is a loss and a forfeiture. They are awaiting for some misfortune to 
befall you. However, it is they who shall suffer misfortune—this can be read 
either as a divine decree or an imprecation—and God hears what they say and 


knows the contents of their hearts.’ 
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(9:99) Yet among the Bedouins are those who believe in God and 
the Last Day, and regard what they spend as nearness to God and 
the blessings of the Messenger. Look! It shall indeed bring them 


nearness, and God will admit them into His mercy. Indeed God 
is all-forgiving, all-merciful. 


It seems that the phrase, the blessings of the Messenger, is joined to the state- 
ment, what they spend, and the pronoun ‘7?’ in It shall bring them nearness 
refers jointly to what they spend and the blessings of the Messenger. 

Therefore, the meaning of the verse is: “There are desert-dwellers who 
believe in God and in His monotheism, without associating partners with 
Him. They also believe in the Last Day, and in being held accountable for their 
deeds and recompensed for them. Therefore, they see spending their wealth 
in the way of God and the blessings and prayers of the Messenger that this 
engenders as a source of nearness to God for them. Furthermore God prom- 
ises them that He will admit them to His mercy, because He is all-forgiving 
of sins, most merciful to the faithful and those who obey Him. 
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(9:100) The early vanguard (al-sabiqin al-awwalin) of the 
Emigrants (Muhajirin) and the Helpers (Ansar) and those who 
followed them in virtue—God is pleased with them and they are 
pleased with Him, and He has prepared for them gardens with 
streams running in them, to remain in them forever. That is the 
great success. 


The standard recitation (gz7a’a) of this verse is that ‘the Helpers’ takes a 
kasra (-i) as its final vowel because it is joined to ‘the Emigrants.’ This means 
‘the early vanguard of the Emigrants and the early vanguard of the Helpers and 


those who followed them in virtue...’ An alternative recitation from Ya‘qib 
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sees the word Helpers take a damma (-u), which would indicate that it refers 
to all of the Helpers and not only ‘the early vanguard’ of them. 

There is some disagreement about the meaning of al-sabiqun al-awwalin 
in this verse. Some have said this refers to those who had converted to Islam 
early enough to have offered prays towards both Jerusalem and Mecca. Others 
have said it refers to those who were present at the Pledge of Hudaybiyya. Still 
others have said it refers specifically to those who fought at the Battle of Badr. 
Then there are those who say it refers to those who converted to Islam before 
the Emigration to Medina. However, none of these interpretations find strong 
support in the wording of the verse itself. 

What the wording of the verse suggests, however, is that the term sabiqun 
awwalun—which uses two adjectives to describe this group of believers with- 
out specifically identifying them—refers to the Emigration and fighting for 
the Prophet, and it is these two traits that make them the ‘early vanguard.’ 

Then, the phrase that follows this, namely, and those who followed them 
in virtue, introduces another group, identified by the fact that they followed 
the first group and that they did so virtuously. Now, when God describes 
them as followers, this links them to the first of the two previously mentioned 
adjectives—sabiqun (‘vanguard’)—as one does not speak of ‘the early and the 
followers’, but rather ‘the vanguard and the followers.’ This is confirmed by 
the verses, for the poor Emigrants who have been expelled from their homes and 
[wrested of] their possessions... and for those who were settled in the land and 
[abided] in faith before them... And [also for] those who came in after them, 
who say, ‘Our Lord, forgive us and our brethren who were our forerunners in 
the faith...’ (59:8-10). 

Therefore, the meaning of ‘vanguard’ (sabiqun) here are those Muslims 
who hastened to faith from the dawn of Islam until the Day of Judgement. 

However, the idea of some going ahead and that of others following 
them are relational concepts. Therefore the Muslims of each era are—rela- 
tively speaking—‘ahead’ of those who come after them in subsequent eras, 
just as they are ‘following’ those who have gone ahead of them in earlier eras. 
Therefore, God uses the adjective awwalun (‘early’) to show that these are the 
very first generation of them. 

Therefore, God describes the third of the three classes as those who fol- 
lowed them in virtue. Note that He does not limit those who followed them to 
any particular age or generation, nor does he describe them as ‘going ahead’, 
being ‘first’, or the like thereof. This means that the phrase is general and 
encompasses all of those who follow the early vanguard. Therefore, according 
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to this verse, all of the believers who are not hypocrites from the dawn of Islam 
until the Day of Judgement fall into three classes: The early vanguard from 
the Emigrants, the early vanguard from the Helpers, and those who followed 
them in virtue. The first two classes are not described as following anyone else; 
they are the ones being followed by everyone else, whereas the third category 
are only followed in relative terms, as we have already discussed. 

This analysis is the best evidence for the fact that the early vanguard refers 
to those who laid the foundations of the religion and raised its supports before 
its edifice was erected and its flags were held high. Some of these were the ones 
who believed and joined the Prophet, who endured harassment and persecu- 
tion, who left behind their homes and possessions when they emigrated to 
Ethiopia and Medina; others were the ones who believed in the Prophet and 
came to his aid, who granted him and those believers who emigrated with 
him to their city shelter, and defended the religion before it was powerful 
and triumphant. 

This applies to all of those who believed in the Prophet before he emi- 
grated to Medina and all of those who emigrated to Medina with him before 
the Battle of Badr, as this marked the beginning of Islam’s triumph over faith- 
lessness; and to those who believed in the Prophet, sheltered him, and were 
prepared to fight for him when he emigrated to Medina. 

As for the third group, and those who followed them in virtue, they are dis- 
tinguished by the fact that the followed the early vanguard in virtue. When the 
verse says, ‘in virtue’, this does not mean that those being followed were virtu- 
ous and then those who followed them followed their example and imitated 
them in virtue. It also does not mean that they followed them by way of virtue 
or because of virtue. Instead, what we notice is that the word ‘virtue’ (ihsan) 
in this verse appears indefinite. What this suggests is that they followed them 
with virtue, meaning that the way in which they followed them was virtuous. 

When we read the Quran, we see that God does not blame anyone for fol- 
lowing anyone else except when this is done out of ignorance or prejudice—as 
is the case with the idolaters following their forefathers or the People of the 
Book following their monks, scribes, and forebears out of their own desires— 
or when they follow their own whims or follow the Devil. Whoever follows 
any of these things has followed wickedly. On the other hand, whoever fol- 
lows the truth not on the basis of their own whims or prejudices has followed 
virtuously. That is why God says, who listen to the word and follow the best of 
it. They are the ones whom God has guided, and it ts they who possess intellect 
(39:18). Part of following virtuously is that the follower ensures their actions 


Chapter 9, Verses 97-106 287 


correspond fully to those of what they are following. By contrast, failing to 
do this is another example of following wickedly. 

Therefore, the apparent meaning of the phrase, and those who followed 
them in virtue, is that they followed them in a virtuous manner, namely that 
they followed them in the truth—in other words, they followed them because 
the truth was with them—which is the same as following the truth directly. 
This is the opposite of following them because of one’s own whims or because 
of some benefit one wishes to derive from them or from following them. The 
same is true of imitating their actions. 

This is what the apparent meaning of the verse conveys about the idea 
‘following in virtue.’ Some have suggested that it means to follow them and 
to be virtuous, namely that the follower should follow them with good deeds 
and righteous acts. However, this reading is not in keeping with the Arabic of 
the verse, in which the word ‘virtue’ is kept indefinite (without the use of a/-), 
which points to a specific kind of virtuousness. Moreover, even if we accept 
that this is the intended meaning of the verse, it can only be understood in 
the sense that this is part and parcel of following the truth for the sake of the 
truth, which naturally entails the performance of good and righteous deeds. 
However, doing good deeds does not necessarily entail following the truth, 
as is self-evident. 

In short, then, the verse reduces the true believers within the community 
of the faithful to three groups: The first two groups are the early vanguard of 
the Emigrants and the Helpers, while the third group are those who followed 
them in virtue. 

Based on the above, the following becomes evident: 

First, that the verse praises the first two categories for being the first to 
believe and the foremost in championing the religion and laying its founda- 
tions. The context and tone of the verse make it clear that they have superior- 
ity over all others. 

Second, that the use of the preposition ‘of (min) in the phrase, of the 
Emigrants and the Helpers is used in the sense of division (tab7d) rather than 
exposition (bayan)—meaning that ‘some of the Emigrants and Helpers are 
the early vanguard, rather than all of them. This is based on the superiority the 
verse assigns to them and the fact that it says that God is pleased with them and 
they are pleased with Him, while the Quran itself also mentions that there are 
Emigrants and Helpers who have a sickness in their hearts, that there others 
who are spies for the hypocrites, and others still whom it describes as trans- 
gressors, and there are also those whose behavior the Prophet disavowed. It is 
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meaningless to say that God is pleased with such people, for God will never 
be pleased with transgressors. 

Third, when the verse speaks about the superiority of this group and 
God being pleased with them, its context shows that this is contingent upon 
their having faith and doing righteous deeds. After all, the verse is praising 
the believers in the same context as the hypocrites are being criticized for their 
disbelief and evil conduct. This means that wherever God praises the faithful, 
mentions them in a good way, or promises them a beautiful reward, all of this 
is contingent upon their faith and righteous deeds. For example, consider the 
following verse: ...for the poor Emigrants who have been expelled from their 
homes and [wrested of] their possessions, who seek grace from God and [His] 
pleasure and help God and His Apostle. It is they who are the truthful (59:8), 
and the three that come after it. 

Or the verse in which He relates the supplication of the angels for the 
believers: and they plead for forgiveness for the faithful: ‘Our Lord! You compre- 
hend all things in mercy and knowledge. So forgive those who repent and follow 
Your way and save them from the punishment of hell. Our Lord! Admit them 
into the Gardens of Eden, which You have promised them, along with whoever ts 
righteous among their forebears, their spouses and their descendants...’ (40:7-8). 

Or the verse: Muhammad, the Messenger of God, and those who are with 
him are hard against the faithless and merciful amongst themselves... God has 
promised those of them who have faith and do righteous deeds forgiveness and 
a great reward (48:29). 

Or the verse: The faithful and their descendants who followed them in 
faith—We will make their descendants join them, and We will not stint any- 
thing from their deeds. Every man is a hostage to what he has earned (52:21). 
Note in this verse particularly the phrases ‘in faith’ and “every man.’ 

Now, if the statement in the present verse was not qualified by the condi- 
tions of faith and righteous conduct, and these persons had God’s pleasure 
and forgiveness regardless of whether their conduct was virtuous or not and 
whether they were pious or dissolute, this would explicitly contradict the 
verses, God shall not be reconciled to the transgressing lot (9:96); and God does 
not guide the transgressing lot (9:80); and God does not like the wrongdoers 
(3:57), along with the many other verses of the Quran that state directly or 
indirectly that God is never pleased with wrongdoers or transgressors or any- 
one who does not obey His commands and prohibitions. Moreover, none of 
these verses are phrased in a way that admits qualification or abrogation. The 
same is true of what God says directly to the believers: Jt will be neither after 
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your hopes nor the hopes of the People of the Book: whoever commits evil shall be 
requited for it (4:123). 

Therefore, the absence of any qualification in this verse would mean quali- 
fying all of the other verses—and these are many indeed—that deal with divine 
recompense or contain threats and warnings of punishment. To qualify all 
of these verses in this way would completely undermine the system of divine 
reward and punishment, which, in turn, would render the majority of reli- 
gious rulings and ordinances futile, and, by extension, invalidate the divine 
wisdom in sending down revelation to humankind. This would also render the 
distinction we made above concerning the preposition ‘of between division 
and exposition moot as, in this case, it obviously would not matter whether 
some of the Emigrants and Helpers were superior in status and recipients of 
God’s forgiveness or whether all of them were. 

God is pleased with them and they are pleased with Him: To be pleased 
with something (a/-rida) means that our hearts find an action agreeable with- 
out feeling any internal conflict or contradiction about this. When a person 
is pleased with something, this means they consent to it and do not refuse it. 
Someone is pleased with something so long as they do not actively dislike it, 
but this does not mean that they like it either. It is possible they feel neither 
like nor dislike towards it. Therefore, God’s servant is pleased with Him so 
long as He does not dislike anything that God wishes or like anything that 
God detests. And one can only be pleased with God in this sense if they are 
pleased with His decree (gada’) and His actions as they become manifest in 
the cosmos, and equally with His ordinances and will as expressed through 
the promulgation of His religion. In other words, if a person submits to God’s 
cosmic and moral will, then this is submission and surrender to God. 

This is yet another piece of evidence that the praise and reward given in 
this verse is contingent upon faith and righteous conduct, in the sense that 
God only praises the Emigrants, the Helpers, and the Followers so long as 
they believe in Him and act righteously. The verse says that He is pleased with 
such persons and has prepared for them gardens in the Hereafter beneath 
which rivers flow. 

Therefore, the verse should not be understood as indicating that God is 
automatically pleased with anyone who can be called an Emigrant, a Helper, 
or a Follower, as this would mean that once God is pleased with someone He 
can never be displeased by them again, and that He owes them forgiveness 
and paradise regardless of how they behave thereafter, whether righteously 
or wickedly, piously or dissolutely. 
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Then, what does it mean to say that God is pleased with someone? When 
God is described as being pleased, this is an attribute of action (sifat al-fi 1) 
rather than an attribute of essence (sifat al-dhat). This is because if it was an 
attribute of essence, this would expose the Divine Essence to changeability 
or alteration in the event that a person who God was pleased with earned His 
wrath by disobeying Him, or that a person with whom God was displeased 
with earned His pleasure by repenting to Him. Therefore, when we say that 
God is pleased or displeased with someone, we are referring to how He treats 
them: When God is pleased with someone, this means He treats them in the 
manner of one who is pleased by admitting them to His mercy and sending 
down blessings upon them. Equally, when God is displeased with someone, 
He treats them in the manner of one who is displeased by denying them his 
mercy and submitting them to tribulation and adversity. 

Therefore, it is possible that God could be pleased with someone only to 
become displeased with them at some future point, or vice versa. However, the 
context of the verse suggests that when it describes God as being pleased with 
them, this is a kind of pleasure after which there is no anger or wrath. This 
is because it is speaking about the character of the very best members of the 
Muslim community from both earlier and later generations, who have faith 
and do righteous deeds. Therefore, this is not referring to a specific group of 
people at a specific time such that we can conceive of God becoming displeased 
with them at a later date, because this is not something related to time. This is 
in contrast to the verse about the pledge given at Hudaybiyya, in which God 
says, God was certainly pleased with the faithful when they swore allegiance to 
you under the tree (48:18). Note that in this verse, God’s pleasure is qualified by 
a specific time. Therefore, it is conceivable that God could become displeased 
with some of the persons this verse refers to at a later time. 
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(9:101) There are hypocrites among the Bedouins around (hawl) 
you and among the townspeople of Medina, steeped (maradi) 
in hypocrisy. You do not know them; We know them, and We 
will punish them twice, then they shall be consigned to a great 
punishment. 


Chapter 9, Verses 97-106 291 


When one thing is described as being ‘around’ (hawl) another, this means 
that it is adjacent to it on a number of sides and contains it. 

Maradu means to be recalcitrant or disobedient, and to persistently prac- 
tice evil deeds. Hence, when the verse says that they are steeped in hypocrisy, this 
means that they repeatedly practice it to the point where they have become 
accustomed to it. 

Based on this, the meaning of the verse is as follows: ‘Amongst the 
Bedouins who live in the deserts around Medina are hypocrites who persist 
in their hypocrisy, and there are hypocrites amongst the inhabitants of Medina 
who have become accustomed to it as well. You do not know who they are, 
O Muhammad, but We know them well and We will punish them twofold 
before we consign them to a painful torment.’ 

Commentators have disagreed about the meaning of the phrase, We 
will punish them twice—what are these two occasions on which they will be 
punished? Some have said it means once in this world through being taken 
prisoner, killed, or the like, and once when they are punished in their graves. 
Others have suggested that it means they will be punished in this world 
through their payment of zakdt and in the next world through the punish- 
ment of the grave. Still others have argued that it means they will be punished 
by having the penalty for treason applied to them in this life and they will be 
punished in their graves in the next. Some have said it means they will be pun- 
ished by being exposed and shamed in this world and once by being punished 
in their graves. Other opinions have been given but there is no evidence for 
any of them in the verse itself, and if we must choose one of them, then the 
first seems the most appropriate explanation. 
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(9:102) And others who have confessed to their sins, having mixed 
up righteous conduct with other that was evil. Maybe God will 
accept their repentance. Indeed God is all-forgiving, all-merciful. 
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In other words, amongst the Bedouins there are another group of people 
who are sinful but are not hypocrites like the others. On the contrary, they 
admit to their sins: They do some righteous deeds and some unrighteous ones 
and mix the two together. It is hoped that God will accept their repentance 
and forgive them, for He is all-forgiving and all-merciful. 


